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The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent social and physical distancing orders resulted in many
child protection services in Ontario being implemented through remote communication. This
change to remote service delivery has never been used by most child protection organizations
across Canada. While the current child welfare body of literature offers in-person relationship
building and engagement strategies, there is no evidence to support workers conducting child
protection maltreatment investigations or mitigating risk of future maltreatment via remote
communication. Indeed, an important aspect of child protection is engagement between service
user and provider. Given the significant knowledge gap, this study was guided by the research
question, how are child protection workers engaging service users remotely during the current
state of emergency?
This study utilized a qualitative research design, specifically a Grounded Theory approach that
provided a foundation to develop patterns and relationships among the key elements of effective
remote engagement, leading to theory development.
This study was a collaboration with a large urban child protection organization in Ontario.
Purposeful open sampling of child protection workers (n = 15), caregivers (n = 15), and youth (n
= 17) provided rich data for comparison between groups. Inclusionary criteria were caregivers
who have received services remotely (investigative and/or ongoing services) and the case has
been closed; child protection workers who have provided services remotely; and youth 18 or
older who were being supported by the child welfare organization and had received services
remotely. Participants were recruited until thematic saturation, whereby interviews, coding, and
developing themes was an iterative process.
Child protection workers, caregivers, and youth discussed their experiences providing and
receiving services remotely. Considering engagement, workers explained that there were positive
aspects to using remote communication with caregivers. There is an ease in reaching families
and it seemed to have a positive impact for engaging youth. However, remote communication
seemed to cause a decline in the quality of information provided by caregivers, which in turn
may impact engagement. Caregivers freely discussed their experiences with remote
communication, suggesting that remote communication did not negatively impact their
satisfaction or engagement with services. Workers and caregivers expressed both benefits and
challenges to remote communication for overall service. There is a gap in knowledge about
whether engagement in services is impacted by remote child protection services. Findings from
this study have begun to shed some light on how remote services may be perceived by child
protection workers and caregivers who have received services via remote communication.

